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Rhetorical Analysis of Setting: Boston Children’s Hospital
Aimee Rothman

Organizations plan their main headquarters or campuses around their purposes and the publics
that they want to attract. Because of this, we can begin to “judge an organization and its publics”
by looking closely at their settings. By strategically planning their main headquarters, companies
articulate the ethos and character of their organization. The main headquarters becomes a
reflection of the company itself, as the exterior matches the “interior” goals of the organization.
In their locations and designs, the company is able to acknowledge, construct, and engage their
publics. According to the Atlantic, “Choosing the right site offers the chance for a business to
make a statement about the kind of company it is, the kind of culture it has, and the kind of
talent it is looking to hire” (“Why So Many Companies”). A carefully crafted headquarters tells the
story behind an organization and informs their publics with critical information about their
offerings, their ethos, their relationships, and their brand. Putting this proposition to the test, I
analyzed Boston Children’s Hospital’s main headquarters. Specifically, I will be focusing on what
their headquarters conveys about the organization and its publics.

Since its founding in 1869, Boston Children’s Hospital has become one of the best of its kind in
the nation and the world (Torantore, 2020). Their headquarters is located in the center of
Boston, Massachusetts; however, they have several other “campuses” throughout
Massachusetts. Their headquarter campus is inviting and easily accessible. Boston is an
international city with a strong infrastructure of public transportation, making this location
convenient for Massachusetts state residents, as well as out-of-state patients, who may fly
directly to Logan airport, which is only a short ride away from the hospital. Boston Children’s
Hospital is an international crossroads where experts, professionals, patients, families, and the
community mingle to face illness, tragedy, heartbreak, and recovery. The hospital is sacred
ground where the hopes, dreams, responsibilities, and opportunities of generations blend and
persist.
The “main campus” is a prodigious complex in the Longwood Medical and Academic
neighborhood of Boston. Situated in this prestigious neighborhood, Children’s Hospital Boston is
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professional and modern on the exterior. The building and its grounds tell its patients and their
families that this hospital is where they need to be: it conveys professionalism and security, with
its clean, well-kept and modern appearance. This hospital is large and houses thousands of
collaborating health care professionals. This “state of the art” facility not only reassures patients,
but it also attracts the broad range of experts and professionals who will be able to offer the wide
range of services available from Children’s. The exterior of this hospital makes it look equipped to
be the place where experts meet and treat patients with the latest techniques and miracles.

While the exterior is monumental and professional, the interior is more nuanced and varied—
according to the broad range of functions, services, and activities happening all at once. Inside,
there is a place for all members of the Children’s public: from patient to professional. The most
important spaces inside this building are for the patients. These are soothing and creative designs
meant to facilitate healing. There is child-like artwork all over the walls, and a boatload of hidden
bursts of playful creativity. For example, the main staircase plays music as you ascend it. In
addition, there are fish tanks and mesmerizing television screens that can help sooth children
who may be in pain or in distress. The public spaces are designed to soothe and comfort patients
and their families. The patients may feel better about their visits because, even though they may
hate the reason they are there, the hospital provides plenty of outlets for them to calm down and
feel bits of joy. The public spaces for diagnosis and recovery offer opportunities for the patients’
families to be present, interact, but not interfere with clinical practices. When a child is
diagnosed, parents and families of that child want to help their child in the best way they can.

The interior of the hospital offers not only clinical space: it also houses many additional public
facilities such as a gift shop, food court, restaurants, chapels, galleries, and a Starbucks—some of
the same institutions and establishments we would find in Boston itself: perhaps the musical
stairs offer a nod to the Museum of Science. The familiar shops and institutions in the hospital
offer the publics of this facility conveniences and flourishes on short notice. They allow the family
members to stay close to their sick children, while bringing them some sort of consolation,
variety, and comfort from the city, as needed. Those who come to this hospital expect to feel at
home here, but they may also need a break now and then—to run an errand, to purchase a book
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of puzzles or a toy, to deliver a surprise on a whim. The various mall shops and institutions in the
hospital offer visitors a chance to escape—on their own behalf and on behalf of their loved ones
who are being treated.

The interior design of the clinical and treatment spaces of Children’s have healing purposes at
every possible opportunity: for example, the main floor dining area is equipped with strategic
lighting, ample seating, and the comforting aroma of Starbucks coffee. These details add a sense
of tranquility, as patients, families and staff can enjoy a treat in a place that is welcoming. The
shades of indigo and violet are a detail that shouldn’t be overlooked (Kress and van Leeuwen).
According to colorpsychology.org, “Indigo is a color related to devotion and helping others. It
suggests fairness and impartiality” (van Braam). Additionally, “purple has a calming effect on the
mind and body. While it is often uplifting and inspiring, the blue undertones also ensure a
soothing effect is felt, lowering blood pressure and heart rate.”

Also on the main floor, a fish tank with an array of coral and fish allows patients and families to be
mesmerized and transported as they wait: perhaps this aquarium also offers a nod to the famous
New England Aquarium on the Central Wharf. According to a study conducted by the University
of Exeter Medical School with Plymouth University, “Fish tanks and displays are often associated
with attempts at calming patients in doctors’ surgeries and dental waiting rooms. This study has,
for the first time, provided robust evidence that ‘doses’ of exposure to underwater settings could
actually have a positive impact on people’s wellbeing” (“New Study Finds”). This research also
suggests that “viewing aquarium displays led to noticeable reductions in blood pressure and heart
rate, and that higher numbers of fish helped to hold people’s attention for longer and improve
their moods.”

Under the Department of Spiritual Care, there is a chapel on the first floor of Children’s to
acknowledge the spiritual aspects of all human endeavors—from science to medicine to grief. The
iconography of the chapel is neutrally reverent: a stained glass featuring a nurse with a child,
brightly colored surreal landscape paintings, a photo-gallery of various citizens involved in the full
range of sacred ceremonies and rituals from around the world. The pews in the chapel include old
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pews from the House of the Good Samaritan, a hospital that cared for Boston’s poor for one
hundred years before it merged with Children’s in the 1960s. There is little permanent, orthodox
religious iconography in the chapel, but on certain occasions, specific religious iconography can
be moved in as necessary. At one time, a clever, comical pulley system was installed so they could
change the religious iconography with convenience, depending on who was using the chapel
("Boston's Children's Hospital"). Nowadays, the diverse peoples at Children’s generally share the
chapel space—fulfilling their own spiritual needs as they coincide and cooperate, coming and
going as needed with others from the same or different faiths.

Not every space at Children’s Hospital is public and visible: there are many spaces behind closed,
restricted doors in hidden, well-equipped suites. For various good reasons (common sense,
safety, morality, priority, functionality), non-public and invisible spaces are necessary to this
state-of-the art facility. Under the roof and mission of Children’s Hospital, there is a broad range
of pioneering, ongoing research programs for understanding and treating the old and new
afflictions that send us to the hospital. There are on-site laboratories where essential tests are
run and applied in the ongoing treatment plans for any and all patients. There are consulting
spaces that offer just the right amount of intimacy and privacy. There are offices that house and
coordinate the maintenance and cleaning of this beautiful, merciful facility. And, of course, there
are offices for the full range of hospital administrators. Such spaces are more tightly regulated:
they tend to be functional and generic—in the best sense of those concepts. The publics who
occupy these spaces are crucial to the successes and mercies of the hospital, but their roles and
their spaces require less interaction with patients and their visitors. The signs of their important
contributions are often necessarily invisible.

By choosing Boston Children’s Hospital, patients and their families are making a leap of faith—
with high expectations: they need diagnosis, treatment, hope, and mercy. The modern and
professional exterior of this hospital can help their patients and families feel secure in the care
they will receive at the hospital. Under this roof, doctors, researchers, technicians, and clinicians
come together as collaborators to achieve both their own professional ambitions and to offer
hope and healing to their patients. The grounds and the various designed spaces of Boston
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Children’s Hospital are obviously sacred ground where we are all bound together—in sickness
and in health, for richer or poorer, for better or for worse.
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